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Introduction
Reflective Essay
The topic for my thesis is the displacement of communities due to climate change,
specifically those caused by a rising sea. I was introduced to the topic through
“Environment, Human Rights, and Indigenous Peoples," an anthropology and environment
course taught by Sonja Pieck in the Winter Semester of 2017. In her class, I gave a
presentation on the effects of climate change on indigenous Alaskan tribal communities.
While researching for the presentation, I learned that others are voluntarily providing little to
no help for these communities. After the presentation, it was also clear that climate change
was affecting indigenous and poor communities disproportionately. This made me wonder if
there was any legal obligation on the part of any government to help communities affected by
climate change. For instance, if an entire country is obliterated by climate change, is there
legal obligation to help, and by whom? And where is the population of the disappeared
country supposed to go?
These questions resonate deeply with me because of my own history. For much of
my early life, I moved around – from North Carolina to Maine to Philadelphia to Washington
D.C., then back to North Carolina and back to Maine. The place that I recognized and called
home was in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, because my family owned a house there and I lived
there for several early years. I knew the house, streets, woods, like the back of my hand.
Later, whenever I felt rootless and lost, I thought of that place. It was my emotional and
psychological home. Its existence, its physical reality, and the fact that I could – if I wanted
– always go back, gave me a place of refuge and safety in my mind.
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Because of my own experiences, I have wondered what the ingredients are for
"home," or at least achieving the feeling of “belonging” somewhere. Is it the actual, physical
land, the place where we can stand – walk, touch, feel and see – that reassures us that
memories are real, and not simply disappearing dreams? Or is it the people whom we knew?
Or is it our investment in a place? These are some of the questions that I have faced when
thinking about my own identity and the place where I belong.
As difficult as issues of security, belonging, and place are at times for me, they are
nothing compared to what the residents of disappearing island states now face. As oceans
rise from climate change and permanently inundate lands and homes, those who live there
must flee, becoming climate refugees forever cut off from their past. Communities who have
lived for generations on the same soil, building their homes, making their livings, and
burying their dead, must now flee and leave behind all that they have known. Traditions,
histories, and cultures rooted in the land on which they lived are gone.
The questions that this situation presents are urgent, and must be answered. For those
whose lands – indeed, whose nations – are lost, what can – and should – be done?
I began by selecting two different and threatened native communities: one – the
community of Isle de Jean Charles – in the United States, and one – the country of Tuvalu –
in the South Pacific Sea. Although these cases are different, in the sense that the nation of
the people of Isle de Jean Charles is not gone, that case nevertheless demonstrates the effects
of loss of home on a distinct community and what might be done. The people of Isle de Jean
Charles are now in the process of relocation to interior Louisiana, by state and federal
authorities, as they lose their island home.
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For the people of Tuvalu, in the international context, I quickly found that the
questions are difficult and the answers few. To begin, there is no precedent for dealing with
climate refugees from disappearing states. What will be the fate of displaced peoples, if a
country’s entire land mass disappears? Can they simply be moved to other countries? If they
are, what is their status? Do they retain their sovereignty as citizens of their former country
(that is, their former country is "relocated” to the new land mass), or do they become citizens
– or less than citizens – of the receiving state? What if no other country will take them in?
Who, under international law, is responsible for the citizens of “disappearing states”?
Rather than trying to address the broader issues of climate degradation and its effects,
I decided to focus on the basic protections, both legal and practical, that there should be for
climate refugees from disappearing states. I examined their status as “stateless persons” and
“refugees” under international law, and the arguments that can be made for their protection
under the International Declaration of Human Rights. Through such efforts, I conclude that
the physical survival of these displaced people might be achieved. However, other parts of
their lives – such as culture, history, land, and livelihoods – will inevitably be lost.
In “Public Environmental Writing," I was able to explore the tangled emotional,
political, and legal issues that this tragedy presents. I was able to explore various writing
styles (such as radio essay, podcast, proposal, op-ed, research report, and poster), to see how
the issues could be analyzed and communicated, in each way, in an effort to reach others. I
learned how to transform scholarly papers, scientific information, and experiential
knowledge into work that conveys emotion as well as detached analysis, and that might
better reach the different audiences that there are. Through this process of using different
formats I was about to refine my thesis question, to have the freedom to try alternative forms
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of expression, and to present my ideas to different audiences (such as the general public,
newspaper readers, and members of the general academy without discipline knowledge).
In the end, my thesis work revealed how emotionally wrenching, legally complicated,
and controversial issues of loss of home by climate change can be. However, in the case of
disappearing island states, I believe that the case is clear. Under the Declaration of Human
Rights, the rights of people who live on sinking island states are clear. The only problem is
for us to have the will to enforce them.
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Thesis
Radio Essays
Personal Connection
From North Carolina to Maine to Philadelphia to Washington D.C., then back to
North Carolina and back to Maine. I was forced to move around the country at an early age.
I would make friends but then would leave. The place I called home was Chapel Hill, North
Carolina. I knew the house, the streets, and the woods, like the back of my hand. When
moving I felt rootless and lost, but Chapel Hill was my home… emotionally and
psychologically. Its mere existence meant that I could always go back to my place of refuge.
Now, my family is scattered and the house in Chapel Hill is gone. I sometimes do not know
whether the world in which I have lived is real, or the place where I belong.
The Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw tribe is now being forced to leave their coastal
home. Soon, their agricultural life will be drowned by the ocean…; their orchards and fields
lost to flooding…; and the only accessible road to their land will vanish. Now this road will
periodically flood… with no way of getting to school, work, or access to medical care or
help. Soon, the place of their memories – and where their ancestors walked – will be no
more.
What are the ingredients for home, or at least the feeling of “belonging” that we all
seek? Is it the physical land? To walk… to touch… to feel… to see? To be reassured that
memories were real, and not disappearing dreams? Or is it the people you are with? Or
maybe, your investment in a place?
As sea-levels rise, they permanently inundate lands and homes. Communities who
have lived on the same soil for generations – building their homes, making their livings,
7

practicing their traditions, and burying their dead – will lose what they have known. They
will be forced to leave behind everything they have known, to the sea. These marginalized
people, who are forever cut off from their past, are climate refugees.

Isle de Jean Charles
Almost two hundred years ago, the Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw tribe fled U.S.
Military Forces to Isle de Jean Charles, an island off the Louisiana coast. When they arrived,
the island was over five miles wide and eleven miles long. There was a single access road
that led to the island, a thin line piercing the Gulf of Mexico.
Today, the island is a “lost cause,” covering only a quarter mile in width and two
miles in length. The access road regularly floods, even in good weather. There are more and
intense storms. The agricultural fields flood. Storms and tides are chipping away at the
island until there is no more land. Salt water intrudes on land, stripping the soil of fertility.
The Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw tribe is losing more than land. When the access
road floods, the community members can’t reach the mainland for work or medical help.
Since the agricultural fields flood with salt water, the tribe can no longer engage in the
agricultural pursuits that have sustained them. Tribe members, who have moved off the
island, can no longer provide enough support for those who remain.
Through the years, the community has survived through fishing, tending orchards,
and engaging in other subsistence farming. The attachment that they have is not simply an
attachment to a familiar place. Community members have lived on the island’s soil for
generations – building their homes, making their livings, practicing their traditions, and
burying their dead. The island is an organic place, entwined in the lives of the living and in
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the lives of the dead.
As the destruction continues, those who remain debate their fate. Federal and State
officials want to relocate the tribe, using the first $48 million in allocated funds to begin the
task. The place where they would go is located an hour northwest of Isle de Jean Charles, on
a sugar cane farm that covers 515 acres. The land is high, so no danger of flooding, but other
losses loom. The tribe leader shares his pain, acknowledging that if they move, “we [will]
lose all our heritage, [and] all our culture.”1 Another resident, Denecia Billiot, says, “I don’t
know if I want to move,... I’ll be gone before they finish [the new community]. I’m 92.
That’s too old to change.”2
A well-known sign on the road to Isle de Jean Charles reads, “We are not moving off
this island. If some people want to move, they can…. But [others should] leave us alone.”
The move is “voluntary,” officials say, and is the way to secure the community’s safety and
reunite the scattered tribe. The tribe can re-establish its traditions, rituals, and customs in the
new place; it can serve as a beacon of hope to other communities who face the same tragedy
from climate change. However, many members are skeptical of this bright vision. What is
deemed to be essential by the tribe might not be deemed essential by the government.
Wenceslaus Billiot, who has lived on the island all his life, states that “I don’t want to go….
[But] [t]he older you are, the more you know what’s going to come. I’m going to miss this
place… But [then], [it already is] no more. Now everything is gone.”3

1

Coral Davenport and Campbell Robertson, “Resettling the First American ‘Climate Refugees’,” New York
Times, May 2, 2016, <https://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/03/us/resettling-the-first-american-climaterefugees.html>.
2
Peter O’Dowd, “As Island in Louisiana’s Bayou is Vanishing, and its Residents are Fleeing to Higher
Ground,” Louisiana Coast Report, Podcast audio, June 5, 2017,
<http://www.wbur.org/hereandnow/2017/06/05/louisiana-isle-de-jean-charles>.
3
Ted Jackson, “Stay or go? Isle de Jean Charles families wrestle with the sea,” NOLA.com, updated May 4,
2017.
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Tuvalu
Tuvalu is one of the smallest nations in the world, comprised of several low-lying
true atolls and island reefs. Located between Hawaii and Australia, Tuvalu has a population
of 11,200 people and a land area of 10 square miles. Government leaders of Tuvalu face a
dire situation – more frequent and intense storms, big swells and freak waves, flooding, and
the unrelenting rise of the sea. Global warming now threatens the very existence of this
island nation, which – in the coming decades – will be gone.
The Tuvaluans cannot climb to higher ground within their borders; all of the country
will disappear into the sea. The population will have to migrate to a different country.
Twenty-five years ago, a Former Prime Minister toured the United States, Europe and Japan,
talking about the country’s impending disastrous situation and pushing for international
recognition of the country’s vulnerability. A successor described the situation as “a slow and
insidious form of terrorism against us.”4 If the people of Tuvalu flee their island home, they
will have to cross the border into another country. As yet, all neighboring countries and
international authorities have refused to help. New Zealand and Australia have enforced
strict quotas on those who can come, afraid of a flood of climate refugees. Officially, New
Zealand allows 75 Tuvaluans to immigrate per year. However, no more than a third of that
number has gained entry in a given year. For the selected few who are accepted, New

<http://www.nola.com/weather/index.ssf/2016/09/stay_or_go_isle_de_jean_charles_families_wrestle_with_the
_sea.html>; O’Dowd, “Island in Louisiana's Bayou.”
4
Leslie Allen, “Will Tuvalu Disappear Beneath the Sea? Global Warming Threatens to Swamp a Small Island
Nation,” Smithsonian Magazine, August 2004, <https://www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/will-tuvaludisappear-beneath-the-sea-180940704/>.

10

Zealand insists that they are “part of a labor program,” not a program for the resettlement of
climate refugees.
It is not that Tuvaluans want to leave their country; as one resident deplores it: “[for
us] migration is the last option…. We [would rather] save our country…. Our history and
culture are very important to us, and we believe that this is the place we are supposed to be.”5
However, it is apparent that their choice will not be theirs. With each passing year, the need
to flee becomes the more immediate reality.

International Perspective
As a whole, the international community has been hostile towards nations facing
obliteration, and all of their climate refugees. The leaders of sinking islands have been called
“opportunists,” and the residents “threats” to others, “troublemakers,” and “terrorists.”
Fleeing island residents, it has been argued, are undoubtedly involved in transnational
organized crime, and only looking for “foreign handouts and special recognition.” Recently,
the High Court of New Zealand rejected a refugee request from a citizen of sinking island
nation. The Court worried that by letting one person in, the country would face millions
more.
The United Nations recognizes global warming causes environmental damage, which
impacts humans. However, the international body has turned its back on “climate refugees.”
Refugees are entitled to international assistance and the right to migrate to other countries.
Fearful of this, United Nations authorities have simply refused to call these people

5

Ben Doherty, “‘Our country will vanish’: Pacific islanders bring desperate message to Australia,” The
Guardian, May 13, 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/may/14/our-country-will-vanish-pacificislanders-bring-desperate-message-to-australia.
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“refugees.”
Under international law, a refugee is defined as any person who:

Owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion,
nationality, membership of particular social groups or political opinion, is
outside the country of his nationality and is unable… to avail himself of the
protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality and being outside
the country of his former habitual residence as a result of such events, is
unable… to return to it.6

International authorities do not deny that a person who has lost his country, due to sea
level rise, cannot “avoid himself of the protection” of that country, and cannot “return to it.”
However, they maintain, “refugee” status is not determined solely by the person’s plight. In
particular, climate refugees such as those who flee from sinking states fail the test of
“persecution by his own government.” In addition, the “grounds” for persecution that the
definition states – race, religion, nationality, or membership in particular social groups – does
not include those displaced by environmental degradation, or whose states sink into the sea.
Indeed, the fear seems to be that if “refugees” are those who leave their countries to
escape a myriad of intolerable conditions, caused by climate change and degradation, they
then will add millions of people to the list of protected refugees. The international system
will be overwhelmed. There will be a backlash against all refugees.
However, the dire problems of the people of sinking nation islands are different from

6

United Nations General Assembly, “Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees,” (N.p.: The UN Refugee
Agency, April 22, 1954), <http://www.ohchr.org/Doumcuments/ProfessionalInterest/refugees.pdf>.
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those who simply flee. They are not simply leaving degraded conditions, to seek a better
economic life. They are seeking, through no fault of their own, a simple place “to be.”

Argument
After the ravages of World War II, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights was
adopted by the United Nations and the broader international community to established basic
human rights. It was to be a permanent reminder that people are human, and that the
atrocities which occurred during the War would never happen again. Under the Declaration,
“States are obligated to respect, protect, promote and fulfill all human rights for all people.”7
Further, these are not only words. All persons who suffer human rights abuses are entitled to
an effective remedy by states.
A climate that sustains life is a necessary part of human rights, and their exercise by
the peoples of the world. International authorities recognize that the ravages of climate
change “affect[s] the achievement and protection of a wide range of rights.” “A rise in
average temperatures… [and] changes in rainfall patterns [that] lead[s] to flooding, extreme
and unpredictable weather patterns,… natural disasters, and rising sea-levels” destroys the
places where people live, and can, in turn, destroy the exercise of human rights. Being
landless, stateless, and helpless, an individual is deprived of the most basic human rights
imaginable. In one stroke, the person is deprived of the rights to life, liberty, security, and
the material resources to sustain life – all guaranteed human rights.
Consider Article 25: “everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the
health and well-being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing and

7

UN General Assembly, Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 217 (III) A. Paris, 1948,
<http://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/>.

13

medical care….” Consider also Article 3: “everyone has the right to life, liberty, and security
of the person.” If someone is deprived of a place to be, he has no security of the person. He
has no life, no material resources, no health, no food. He has no housing, no medical care, no
liberty of movement or existence. There is no reality – there can be no reality – to these
rights.
Consider, next, Article 6 and Article 7. These declare that “everyone has the right to
recognition… as a person before the law,” and that “all [must be] equal before the law and
are entitled [to its protection].” Those who are citizens of disappearing island states, and
who are deprived of all personhood and the right to be, are deprived of the right of
recognition by the law. As marginalized and ignored persons, despite their plight, they are
also denied the recognition and protection afforded to others. If some people are given the
benefits of industrialization, and others are deliberately sacrificed to achieve those benefits,
there is no living of the principle of “equality” and “non-discrimination” before the law.
Finally, there is Article 22. This states that “As a member of society,” each person is
entitled to his culture, heritage, and history that determine who we are. There is no question
but that culture, heritage, and history will be taken from people of disappearing island states.
People who lose their physical homes, their place to exist, and their country of
citizenship, are like every other human on the planet – with the exception that they have been
deprived of their most basic human rights by global warming created by others. Whatever
reluctance the international community might have in recognizing climate refugees, it is
impossible to separate climate change and the loss of home and country, from the most
fundamental guarantees of human rights.
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Research Paper
I.

Prologue
For much of my early life I moved around – from North Carolina to Maine to

Philadelphia to Washington D.C. then back to North Carolina and back to Maine. Because I
moved around the country at an early age, I would make friends but then leave them a few
months later. Soon I developed a coping mechanism where I would stay apart, knowing
them only superficially.
The place I recognized and called home was in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, since my
family owned a house there and I lived there for several early years. I knew the house,
streets, woods, like the back of my hand. Whenever I later felt rootless and lost, I thought of
Chapel Hill. It was my emotional and psychological home. Its existence, its physical reality,
and the fact I could – if I wanted – always go back, gave me a place of refuge and safety in
my mind. It was my inner "home."
What are the ingredients for home, or at least achieving the feeling of “belonging”
somewhere? Is it the actual, physical land, the place where we can stand – walk, touch, feel
and see – to be reassured the memories are real, and not simply disappearing dreams? Or is
it the people whom we knew? Or our investment in a place? These are some of the
questions I face when I think about my identity and the place where I belong. As my family
becomes more scattered and the house in Chapel Hill is gone, it is at times difficult to know
which of the worlds in which I have lived is real, or which, if any, the place where I belong.
However, as difficult as issues of security, belonging, and place are at times for me,
they pale in comparison with what many others must now face. As the oceans rise from
climate change and permanently inundate lands and homes, those who lived there must flee,
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becoming Climate Refugees cut off forever from their past. Communities who have lived for
generations on the same soil, building their homes, making their livings, and burying their
dead, must now leave behind – to the sea – all they have known. Traditions, rooted in the
land on which they lived, are gone.
For those whose land is lost, what can – and should – be done?

II.

Case Study of the Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe
A. Introduction to Isle de Jean Charles
Climate change and loss of land is not something which only happens in foreign

lands. It has already happened in the United States, in the place where the BiloxiChitimacha-Choctaw Tribe called home.
The Isle de Jean Charles is an island off the coast of Louisiana, which has long
battled coastal erosion and the sea. When the Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw tribe arrived, in
the 1830s, it was over five miles wide and eleven miles long. The tribe fled there to escape
the Indian Removal Act and the Trail of Tears.8 For generations, the tribe has lived a quiet
life, its members surviving through fishing, orchards, and other subsistence farming.9
Until 1952, the island was only accessible by boat.10 During this year a single road
from island to mainland was built, which from the sky looks like a thin line surrounded by

8

Peter O’Dowd, “As Island in Louisiana’s Bayou is Vanishing, and its Residents are Fleeing to Higher
Ground,” Louisiana Coast Report, Podcast audio, June 5, 2017,
<http://www.wbur.org/hereandnow/2017/06/05/louisiana-isle-de-jean-charles>.
9
Coral Davenport and Campbell Robertson, “Resettling the First American ‘Climate Refugees’,” New York
Times, May 2, 2016, https://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/03/us/resettling-the-first-american-climaterefugees.html; Ted Jackson, “Stay or go? Isle de Jean Charles families wrestle with the sea,” NOLA.com,
updated May 4, 2017.
<http://www.nola.com/weather/index.ssf/2016/09/stay_or_go_isle_de_jean_charles_families_wrestle_with_the
_sea.html>.
10
Jackson, “Stay or go?”
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the Gulf of Mexico. However, continual flooding, particularly in very recent years, have
imperiled the road and the access it provides. When the access road to Isle de Jean Charles
floods,11 residents cannot go to work12 and run the risk of getting cut off from medical help13.
The road was last restored and elevated in June of 2011.14 Now it is so often flooded, a boat
for transportation would be more useful.
The quarter-mile-wide island is now only two miles long. Within sixty years, the
island has lost more than 22,000 acres.15 With high tides and stronger, more intense storms
in recent years, residents have been moving off the island. In 2002, there were 300
inhabitants living in about 80 homes. In 2012, only about 65-70 inhabitants in 25 families
were left.16 17
Saltwater intrusion has killed the tribe’s fruit trees, and flooded their trapping and
agricultural fields.18 The Associated Press has said “sea-level rise is expected eventually to
drown the island.”19 New York Times commentators Coral Davenport and Campbell
Robertson have written the Isle de Jean Charles is “drowning in salt and sinking into the
sea.20 A tens-of-billions of dollars master plan was developed by Louisiana officials to

11

Davenport and Robertson, “Climate Refugee"; Jackson, “Stay or go?”
Davenport and Robertson, “Climate Refugee."
13
O’Dowd, “Island in Louisiana's Bayou.”
14
“Bienvenue, Aiokpanchi, Welcome to Isle de Jean Charles,” Isle de Jean Charles: Resettlement and Survival,
Accessed Feb. 5, 2018, <http://www.isledejeancharles.com/>.
15
Démé Naquin, “Community Re-settlement in the Context of Climate Change Crises,” Paper presented at the
U.S. House Natural Resources Committee Climate Change Forum, May 17, 2016,
<http://www.coastalresettlement.org/uploads/7/2/9/7/72979713/d%C3%A9m%C3%A9_naquin_climate_forum
_testimony.pdf>.
16
Jackson, “Stay or go?”
17
Naquin, “Community Re-Settlement.”
18
O’Dowd, “Island in Louisiana's Bayou.”
19
Associated Press,”Tribes Will Move From Shrinking Island to Louisiana Farm,” USNews, December 23,
2017, https://www.usnews.com/news/best-states/louisiana/articles/2017-12-22/new-home-selected-forresidents-of-shrinking-island>.
20
Davenport and Robertson, “Climate Refugee."
12
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construct giant levees and floodwalls, to protect the Louisiana coastline, but Isle de Jeans
Charles was left outside of this wall. The island was seen by experts as a “lost cause”.21
The conclusion was reached, the only solution which the government wanted to fund
was community relocation. A steady toll was taken on residents with more frequent and
intense storms. Some residents had already left, and others were reluctantly forced to the
same conclusion. For instance, tribal member Keith Brunet’s property was under six feet of
water, two feet of which made it into his house along with six inches of mud.22 Face with
what was best for his family, Brunet stated “hell, yeah… I’ll go”.23

B. Government Intervention, and Relocation
In the midst of this tragedy, the community on Isle de Jean Charles was lucky, in a
grim sense. Because their destroyed community was part of a larger national entity, the
United States, relocation within the larger country was possible. In addition, the BiloxiChitimacha-Choctaw Tribe – as a tribe officially recognized by the State of Louisiana –
could not be abandoned by the State or the national government.
To combat climate change effects in the United States, the federal Department of
Housing and Urban Development allocated $1 billion in grants for climate change adaptation
in January, 2016. The goal was to help communities by constructing stronger levees, dams,
and drainage systems.24 Out of this grant money, $48 million was allocated for the relocation
of the community on Isle de Jean Charles.25 This was a milestone of sorts; the Biloxi-

21

Davenport and Robertson, “Climate Refugee."
Jackson, “Stay or go?”
23
Jackson, “Stay or go?”
24
Davenport and Robertson, “Climate Refugee."
25
Davenport and Robertson, “Climate Refugee"; The Associate Press, “Tribe Will Move”; O’Dowd, “Island in
Louisiana's Bayou”; Jackson, “Stay or go?”
22
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Chitimacha-Choctaw community had the distinction of being the first community in the
United States to receive federal tax dollars to move due to climate change effects.26 It was
called a “first-of-its-kind plan” and “something new”. Some commentators were cautiously
optimistic; “[the] Isle de Jean Charles resettlement plan [was]... one of the first programs of
its kind in the world, a test of how to respond to climate change in the most dramatic
circumstances without tearing communities apart.”27 It should be noted this was not the first
time the removal option was advanced; three previous attempts to resettle the community
have failed due to logistical and political complications.28 However, this time was different.
There was no practical ground for opposition, since the land on which the community had
existed was, for all intents and purposes, gone.
Much planning and forethought has gone into a relocation plan. The goal of the
Resettlement plan is to “maintain and strengthen the tribe’s safety, collective identity, social
stability, and contribution to the region. Traditional ways of life will be rekindled and
reinforced…”29. The EPA has assured the Resettlement plan will “bring together the nowscattered tribal population while also restoring the ecosystem” of the Louisiana coastal
area.30
Louisiana officials have picked a potential resettlement site on a Sugar Cane farm in
Terrebonne Parish, located about 40 miles (an hour drive) northwest of Isle de Jean Charles.
The Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw tribe’s new community will cover 515 acres which is less
26

Davenport and Robertson, “Climate Refugee"; The Associated Press, “Tribe Will Move”; Jackson, “Stay or
go?”
27
Davenport and Robertson, “Climate Refugee."
28
Davenport and Robertson, “Climate Refugee."
29
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flood-prone, and closer than their old home to stores, schools, and healthcare. According to
the EPA, “the new site will be a self-sustaining, practical, affordable, living demonstration of
a community-led resettlement, with residential, agricultural, agroforestry and aquaculture
uses.”31 The EPA says a “successful resettlement will integrate historical traditions, novel
technologies, and state-of-the-art resilience measures…”32. The Associated Press reports the
construction could begin in late 2018 or early 2019.33
Chief Albert Naquin looked at the [sugar cane farm] site two years ago and it was his
favorite because “it’s in the best part of the parish; it’s the highest area…”. What is a
common hope for resettlement is the securing of the community’s safety.34 Another hope is
the tribe members “who have already fled the island will settle in the new community.”35
Finally, among some, is the hope their community can be an example to other communities
facing the same tragedy of climate change.36
Even though Chief Naquin is the leader of the tribe, and his optimism is important,
beneath the surface he expresses his own pain. He acknowledges, “we’re going to lose all
out heritage, all our culture.”37 Everything which might be essential to the tribe might not be
deemed essential by the state. For instance, in an effort to recreate tribal culture, Chief
Naquin expressed, he wanted live buffalo on the relocation site.38 Government officials
demurred about whether this would be possible.
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The resettlement plan has been met with ambivalent reactions by other members of
the tribe. Attachment to the island they are leaving is not simply an attachment to a familiar
place. Community members have lived on the island’s soil for generations: building their
homes, making their livings, practicing their traditions, and burying their dead. The island is
an organic place, entwined in the lives of the living and in the lives of the dead. Particular
resistance exists among those who are older. A well-known sign on Isle de Jean Charles
reads, “We are not moving off this island. If some people want to move, they can go. But
leave us alone.” ~ Edison Dardar Jr.39 Another resident, Hilton Chaisson, has said “I was
born here, and I am going to die here.”40 Alternatively, Denecia Billiot said, “I don’t know if
I want to move,... I’ll be gone before they finish [the new community]. I’m 92. That’s too
old to change.”41 Others are resigned to move, only because what they had is already gone.
Wenceslaus Billiot said, “I don’t want to go, but I will. The older you are the more you
know what’s going to come.”42 “I’m going to miss this place... But [then], [it is] no more.
Now everything is gone.”43
The members of the Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe have suffered an incredible
and irreplaceable loss with the disappearance of and eviction from their Isle de Jean Charles
home. However, because theirs is a case of “in-country” migration, from their island
homeland to the continental United States, and because they are a state-recognized Native
American tribe, for the state of Louisiana has pressure – at least – their lives and a place to
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be. Those peoples who their countries altogether from climate change destruction face an
ever more dire fate.

III.

Case Study of the Disappearing Island State of Tuvalu

A. Introduction to the Island Nation of Tuvalu
Tuvalu is one of the smallest nations on Earth. It is an independent nation, within the
British Commonwealth of Nations. Tuvalu is comprised of the low lying islands, between
Hawaii and Australia, which are no more than 15 feet above sea level.44 The Tuvalu
archipelago consists of six true atolls and three reef islands. The true atolls are Funafuti,
Nanumea, Nui, Nukufetau, and Nukulaelae, and the single islands are Nanumaga, Niulakita,
and Nuitao. Population is estimated to be approximately 11,200 people, with more than 96%
of Polynesian ancestry. The total area of the nation of Tuvalu is 10 square miles.
Global warming now threatens the very existence of this island nation. With rising
seas, fears are Tuvalu won’t be habitable and will vanish within a few decades.45 With rising
seas and increasingly frequent more intense storms,46 the islands of Tuvalu have started to
swamp.47 “Big swells and freak waves are washing over the island more frequently. And
then there’s a different kind of flood.”48
The leaders of the government of Tuvalu face a dire situation. In short, the island
nation of Tuvalu is experiencing the same phenomenon which the people who live on Isle de
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Jean Charles face. But the Tuvaluan population cannot simply migrate within its country’s
own borders to higher land. The population of Tuvalu will have to migrate to a different
country.
Former Prime Minister Bikenibeu Paeniu has been a key player in advocating for a
solution to his country’s problem. In 1993, he toured the United States, Europe, and Japan,
talking about the country's dire situation in the face of environmental destruction.49 He
pushed for international recognition of the vulnerability of Tuvalu because of global
warming.50 His crusade has been picked up by others. A later Prime Minister, Saufatu
Sapo’aga described the situation as “a slow and insidious form of terrorism against us.”51
The people of Tuvalu have fiercely resisted the idea, which they must leave their
island home, but they are reluctantly coming to the inevitable conclusion. Aso Ioapo, a
resident of Tuvalu, echoes the same sentiment which the community members of Isle de Jean
Charles so long expressed. “Migration is the last option of the Tuvaluan people,” he states.
“Our history and culture are very important to us, and we believe that this is the place we are
supposed to be. We don’t want to lose that, we don't want to lose who we are.”52 However,
he acknowledges “the cyclones are occurring more regularly, and they are more powerful
now… We have to face that we might have to go to another place. That is hard. But
migration is the last option. We [would rather] save our country.”53 As Ben Doherty of The
Guardian has written, “many islanders are resistant, but understand [that relocation] may be
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inevitable.”54 Another commentator has observed that despite their reluctance, “some
Tuvaluans are getting ready to abandon their homeland.”55
The people of Tuvalu, however, face an extraordinarily difficult problem. Simply
“abandoning” their homeland, even if they want to, is not something they can do. If they
abandon their country, they must go elsewhere. And they have nowhere else to go.

B. The Plight of Stateless Persons
If the people of Tuvalu flee their island home, they will have to cross the border into
another country. This means another country will either have to voluntarily accept them, or
be forced to accept them under international law. So far, both neighboring countries and
international authorities have refused to help the people of Tuvalu.
Because the people of Tuvalu will lose their nation, as a well as their homes, they will
be rendered “stateless persons” under international law. Under Article 1 of the 1954
Convention Relating to the Status of the Stateless Persons, a stateless person is “a person
who is not considered a national by any state under the operation of its law.”56
There are severe difficulties for persons with this status, as there is for “migrants”
generally. When it comes to national identity and a place to be, stateless person has no
rights. No country is required to take them in, and any country they enter can expel them.
The people of Tuvalu face this prospect. Indeed, unless a solution is found, they face the
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invisibility and loss of personhood that all stateless persons face. Mayumi Yamada writes,
the stateless become “invisible: they need protection, but they do not… wish to be identified
in order to avoid deportation or detention.”57 Their need to remain invisible deprives them of
the ability to speak about their struggles, perspectives, or otherwise express what might
motivate others to help. Sadly, the fears of the stateless are generally well founded.
Throughout history, few countries have been willing to take them in.
For former citizens of disappearing island states, proposed solutions are generally of
two kinds. The first is the idea of voluntary open-access migration on the part of neighboring
countries, which would grant Tuvalu citizens the ability to settle abroad.58 The second is to
force other countries to accept them, as a matter of international law.59

C. Acceptance by Neighboring Countries
As Tuvalu citizens contemplate their fate, they have looked with eagerness and
optimism to the British Commonwealth of Nations. As members of this group themselves,
Tuvaluan officials and ordinary citizens alike have looked to New Zealand and Australia as
countries which might accept them as their island homes sink into the sea. However, in
response to the “threat” of climate migrants, the governments of New Zealand and Australia
have enforced strict quotas on those from destroyed or dying countries who they will take.
For instance, in 2002 New Zealand’s government established a new quota for Pacific
Islanders, which allow up to 75 Tuvaluans a year to immigrate to that country. However, not

57

Yamada, “Stateless Persons.”
Doherty, “Our country will vanish.”
59
Oliver Milman. “Pacific Nations Beg for Help for Islanders When ‘Calamity’ of Climate Change Hits,” The
Guardian, Oct. 13, 2015, <https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/oct/14/pacific-nations-beg-forhelp-for-islanders-when-calamity-of-climate-change-hits>.
58

25

even this meager number has been realized. For instance, no more than 21 people were
approved to enter in the year 2003.60 Moreover, even with regard to these people, the
government of New Zealand has been careful to avoid precluded the establishment of any
climate-change migration precedent. This policy, it was stressed, was “not framed as a
resettlement strategy for the Tuvalu nation, but as part of a labor program established on
other grounds.”61
Some residents sinking island states have decided to no longer wait for official
government action, and instead have simply traveled to New Zealand and thrown themselves
on the money of the courts. So far, the response of Courts in other countries has been less
than merciful. In 2013, for instance, the High Court of New Zealand rejected the refugee
request of citizen of the nation of Kiribati, an island nation which is similar to Tuvalu in its
population, geography, and threatened inundation by the sea.62 The Court held that
“although the effects of climate change were a ‘sad reality,’ [they] did not bring the
[petitioner’s] experience within the scope of the [international] refugee convention.”63 In
making this decision a commentator observed, the court “worried that accepting climate
change refugees would open the door ‘to millions of people who are facing medium-term
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economic deprivation’ – surely a cynical description for having one’s home drown in the
Ocean.”64
Australia has been no more welcoming to those who live on disappearing island
states. In 2006, it was reported, “Tuvalu is upset that regional heavy-weight Australia, a
major aid donor but also one of the biggest per capita emitters of the greenhouse gases
responsible for global warming, has so far spurred advances to help resettle their people.”65
The President of Kiribati called Australia “very selfish”; the chief executive of Greenpeace
Australia insisted that, “Australia should do more, given its [regional] clout.” At a summit in
Kiribati, convened to discuss solutions to the problem of disappearing island states, the
Australian effort was described as “pathetic” and as having no framework in place to keep
the people from disappearing island states from simply falling into the sea.66
New Zealand and Australia are not alone. As a whole, the international community
has been hostile towards these newly land-orphaned nations, and towards all climate
refugees. To justify their actions, foreign leaders have labelled sinking island leaders “as
opportunists” and have claimed that the residents are welfare seeking parasites, eager to feed
in the wealth of more prosperous countries.67 Others in potential receiving countries invoke
extremely negative views of all stateless persons, calling them threats, troublemakers,
terrorists, and involved in transnational organized crime.68
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D. “Climate Refugees”: The Label Controversy
As describe above, the possibility that other countries will voluntarily embrace those
people who live on sinking island nations appears very dim. In the absence of voluntary
acceptance by other countries, the only hope for the people of Tuvalu and other disappearing
island states is that the United Nations will recognize their plight, and save them. The United
Nations has recognized the phenomenon of global warming, and the threats to human and
other animal life which it presents. The definition of “global warming,” offered by the
United Nations, is “a rise in average temperatures… [and] changes in rainfall patterns leading
to flooding; extreme and unpredictable weather patterns leading to more numerous and
intense natural disasters; and rising sea-levels and coastal erosion, rendering low-lying areas
inhabitable.”69
In 2009, a Report issued by the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)
acknowledged climate change is due to “direct or indirect to human activity that alters the
composition of the global atmosphere and which is in addition to other natural climate
variability that has been observed over comparable time periods.”70 The Commissioner
warns, in this document, – that climate change is likely to cause severe humanitarian crises,
specifically forced displacement.71 The United Nations has not denied that climate change
poses a dire threat to millions of human beings; indeed, climate change is recognized by that
organization as a dire, “threat multiplier” in many of today’s conflicts.72
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However, the position of the United Nations toward the victims of climate change
remains frustrating. Although the international body recognizes that global warming causes
environmental damage, which will – in turn – impact humans, the organization has been coy
or conflicted when approaching the topic of the people who are displaced. In particular, the
organization has resisted a stance which entitles such persons to international assistance or
the right to migrate to other countries.
In an attempt to capture the crises of these people the media has labelled people
displaced by sea level rise or other catastrophes of global warming “climate refugees.” This
is well intentioned, because of the wide range of international protections that refugees enjoy.
Under international law, a refugee is any person who:

Owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion,
nationality, membership of particular social groups or political opinion, is
outside the country of his nationality and is unable… to avail himself of the
protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality and being outside
the country of his former habitual residence as a result of such events, is
unable… to return to it.73

The question is whether the people of Tuvalu and other sinking states meet these
requirements. If a person has lost his country, because it has become flooded by the sea, he
would certainly be someone who cannot “avoid himself of the protection” of his country, and
cannot “return to it.” It would therefore seem the citizens of disappearing states are as
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deriving of “refugee” status as other persons. However, and unfortunately, “refugee” status
under international law is not simply defined by the person’s plight. It is also determined by
the reasons for the plight. And it is in that limitation, that the United Nations claims, that
climate refugees fail to meet this definition.
First, under this test, the deprivation of country that the person experiences must be
due to “persecution.”74 As Jessica B. Cooper has written, “‘Persecution’ as required of the
refugee definition has been interpreted to mean ‘an act of government against [those]
individuals.’ Consequently, millions of people forced to flee their countries to escape a
myriad of intolerable conditions are not recognized as victims of persecution” by
government.75
In addition, the person who is claiming to be a refugee on must come under one of the
“five officially recognized bases of persecution from which people must legitimately flee:
race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political opinion.”76
Because people who are fleeing as the result of climate change do not appear to be
“persecuted by government” in the traditional sense, and not on any of the listed grounds, the
argument is mode that, they do not qualify for refugee status under this definition. As the
recent of these problems, the general conclusion of commentators is “the term ‘climate
refugee’ is… not an officially recognized category [for refugee relief].”77 This is, indeed, the
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interpretation which the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees has adopted. As
stated in a recent policy paper:

In recent times, a growing number of organizations and commentators have
employed the notion of “environmental refugees” or “climate refugees,” a
concept used to refer to people who are obliged to leave their unused place of
residence as a result of long-term climate change or sudden natural disasters.
UNHCR has serious reservations with respect to [this] terminology and [the
entire] notion of environmental or climate refugees. [In the opinion of the
UNHCR] these terms have no basis in international… law.

The phrase “refugee” is a legal term. A person who has been determined a
refugee will have satisfied the criteria under the 1951 Refugee Convention…
While often used, particularly in the media, it [has no]… legal meaning [under
international law].78

The characterization of people, whose communities have been inundated by the
ocean, as “obligated to leave their usual place of residence” seems to be a radical
understatement of their plight. Whatever the “word game” employed, the result is clear. The
United Nations and developed “receiving” countries do not want to extend protected refugee
status to all of the millions of people around the world who will be certainly displaced by
environmental degradation and climate change in the decades to come. Indeed, when once
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considers all climate refugees, the number are daunting. In 1998, it was estimated there were
25 million environmental refugees, or one out of every 225 people worldwide.79 This was
just the beginning of the problem. Giving such massive numbers of people refugee status,
the policy paper warns, “could potentially undermine the international legal regimes for the
protection of refugees.”80
Although – in the policy paper – the denied of refugee status to “climate” migrants is
first described as a lack of “clarity” in legal rights and protections afforded, the true reason
follows. Even if the Refugee Convention were amended to eliminate such problems, the
paper continues, the root problem would not be solved. The High Commissioner for
Refugees observes: “some states and NGOs have suggested that the 1951 Refugee
Convention should simply be amended and expressly extended to include people who have
been displaced across borders as a result of… climate change….” However, including all of
these people would be a serious risk. “In the correct political environment, it could result in
a lowering of protection standards for [all] refugees,” and cause the system to collapse.81
The “floodgates” argument is obviously an important one. If refugee status is given
to millions of people who are leaving environmentally degraded cropland or inundated cities,
such that they can cross borders rather than seek help from their existing governments, the
world’s tolerance for refugees might well be overwhelmed. However, the dire problems of
the people of Tuvalu and other disappearing states are worse than those of people who
simply leave degraded lands. When a country disappears, there is no existing government
where can assist these people, and nowhere which they are entitled to physically “be” after
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their island states disappear into the sea. For these people, their international rights are not
grounded, truly, in the pressure or absence of refugee status. Their case is stronger and is
grounded in the denial of human rights under international law.

E. The Declaration of Human Rights and International Community Intervention
Human rights, and their exercise by the peoples of the world, are dependent upon an
environment that sustains life. As Kristen Davies et al. have written, “there is widespread
consensus in international law and public policy concerning the universality, indivisibility
and interdependence of human rights and the interdependence of all life forms on a healthy
ecological and harmonious planetary system.”82 The absence of a livable environment,
caused by the ravages of climate change, obviously “affect[s] the achievement and protection
of a wide range of rights.”83
Most basic of all human rights are those established by the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, adopted by the United Nations and the broader international community in
1948. Under the Declaration, “states are obligated to respect, protect, promote and fulfill all
human rights for all people.”84 Under the Universal Declaration, not only are human rights
declared, but all persons who suffer human rights harms are entitled to access to effective
remedies provided by states.85
When people face that ravages of climate change, there can be difficult questions
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about whether they are deprived of fundamental human rights, compared to others. For
instance, climate change can cause desertification of land which deprives people of their
livelihoods. Or it can cause salinization of freshwater, making living on the land difficult. A
serious question looms are people who face such difficulties deserving of internationally
protected status, or are they simply economic refugees like millions of others around the
world?
Whenever difficult cases like those raise, there is no doubt about the status of those
who live on what will be disappearing island states. If the very land on which one lives – and
the very country to which one looks for protection – are destroyed, so that one is landless and
stateless, there is absolutely no doubt there has been a deprivation of the most basic human
rights that the Declaration protects. These include: the rights to life, liberty, security, and the
material resources to sustain life.
To begin, Article 3 of the Declaration states that “everyone has the right to life,
liberty, and security of the person.” Similarly, Article 25 states that “everyone has the right
to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of himself and of his family,
including food, clothing, housing and medical care….”
Physical survival, as guaranteed by the Declaration, depends on a person having a
homeland and a physical place to live. If citizens of small island states are deprived of a
place where they can be, or a country in which they can exist, they are obviously deprived of
all of the rights listed above: the right to food, the right to shelter, the right to clothing, and
all other material resources necessary to experience the life, liberty and security that the
Declaration previously guarantees. As one commentator has stated, "climate change [as a
general phenomenon] has profound impacts on a wide variety of human rights, including the
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rights to life, self-determination, development, food, health, water and sanitation, and
housing.”86 It is beyond question that the right to a place to live “is a precondition for all
other rights,” that human life involves.87
Next, under Article 6 of the Declaration, “everyone has the right to recognition
everywhere as a person before the law.” Failure to address the plight of citizens of
disappearing island states violates this article. A person who cannot physically be anywhere
– and who is a citizen of a state which has sunk into the sea – is not a person who is
recognized before the law. Such a person is instead, someone invisible to the law.
Under Article 7 of the Declaration, “all [must be] equal before the law and… entitled
without any discrimination to equal protection of the law," the destruction of island states by
climate change is, in fact, the most profound discrimination against the most vulnerable
people. Those who live on disappearing island states are, by ant measure, among the most
marginalized of people. Their lives are deliberately and knowingly destroyed by policies
pursued by industrialized countries in the interests of their own citizens. They are ignored
and abandoned in favor of others. If some human beings are given all of the benefits of
industrialization, and other people's human rights are deliberately sacrificed to achieve those
benefits, how can it be said there is no violation of the principles of human “equality and
non-discrimination”? Failure to recognize the disproportionate impacts of climate change on
these human beings is, without a doubt, the most real discrimination possible against them.88
The Declaration also guarantees the right to a place called home, in the form of a
nationality and the right to self-determination. Article 15 states that “everyone has a right to
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a nationality.” The Preamble to the Declaration also guarantees the right to selfdetermination. For small island states, destruction by sea level rise and global warming goes
“to the very right to self-determination and existence.”89 People who lose their nations
through this process lose all citizenship and the ability to determine their lives.
Finally, Article 22 states that “everyone, as a member of society, has the right to…
social and cultural rights indispensable for his dignity and the free development of his
personality.” There is no doubt there will be a deprivation of culture for people in small
island states, who lose their homes, generations of heritage, and history. For these people,
destruction of their way of life by climate change means that their cultural expression will be
at risk, and their histories will disappear forever.90
In summary, there is no doubt that people who lose their physical homes, a place to
exist, and their very country of citizenship to ocean waters, will be deprived of their most
basic human rights. When this is due to the choice of other humans, their victimization is
clear. Whatever reluctance the international community might have in recognizing climate
refugees in other contexts, there is no doubt in this: it is impossible to separate climate
change and the loss of home and country, from the most fundamental guarantees of human
rights.
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April 4, 2018 - Poster Session
Poster

Poster Presentation Speech
My thesis topic is about displaced communities due to climate change, specifically
sea-level rise. Coastal areas and sinking islands are facing more frequent and intense storms,
erosion, flooding, and salt-water intrusion just to name a few effects. So I asked the question
“should there be obligations to help communities which are displaced by climate change?” I
researched the island nation of Tuvalu and the island community of Isle de Jean Charles.
The island nation of Tuvalu has a population of 11,200 people and the island
community of Isle de Jean Charles had a population of 300 people in 2002 but decreased to
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70 people in 2012. Currently, the rest of the community is being relocated from the island to
mainland Louisiana. This is the first allocation of U.S. federal fund to resettle a whole
community. But the people of Tuvalu have no obvious place to go. While New Zealand has
said they would accept 75 applicants for entry per year, in a previous year New Zealand has
only accept 23 Tuvaluans. New Zealand has made it clear the people who gain entry are a
part of a labor program, not as “refugee” migrants.
In the international community these displaced peoples are not considered “climate
refugees” or “refugees” in general since they are not fleeing from prosecution by their
government. Rather they are rendered “stateless”, striped of their nationality and without
protections. This is despite the rights set forth in the Declaration of Human Rights. The
Declaration of Human Rights states, a person has the right to life, liberty, and security;
recognized as a person; equal before the law and in protections; and a right to nationality.
Everyone is entitled to these rights since this declaration is the foundation of the international
order. Therefore, people who are displaced or forced to migrate due to climate change
should be considered and recognized as “climate refugees”.

Process Samples
February 15, 2018 - Radio Essay Script
From North Carolina to Maine to Philadelphia to Washington D.C. then back to
North Carolina and back to Maine. I was forced to move around the country at an early age,
I would make friends but then leave them after a few months. The place I called home was
Chapel Hill, North Carolina. I knew the house, the streets, and the woods, like the back of
my hand. When moving I felt rootless and lost, but Chapel Hill was my home… emotionally
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and psychologically. Its mere existence means I can always go back to my place of refuge.
Now, my family is scattered and the house in Chapel Hill is gone. I sometimes do not know
the world in which I have lived is real, or the place where I belong.
The Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw tribe is now being forced to leave their coastal
home. Soon their agricultural life will be drowned by the ocean and flooded. Their orchards
and fields are lost. The only accessible road to their land is lost. This road already
periodically floods… with no way to get to school, work, or access to medical care or help.
Soon the place of their memories and where their ancestors walked will be no more.
What are the ingredients for home, or at least achieving the feeling of “belonging”?
Is it the physical land? To walk… to touch… to feel… to see? To be reassured that
memories were real, and not disappearing dreams? Or is it the people you are with? Or
maybe, the investment in a place?
As sea-levels rise and permanently inundated lands… homes. Communities have
lived on the same soil for generations: building their homes, making their livings, practicing
their traditions, and burying their dead. Now they must leave behind everything they have
known to the sea. These marginalized people, who are forever cut off from their past, are
Climate Refugees.

February 27, 2018 - Op-ed Pitch/Proposal
As a student in Environmental Studies concentrated in Global Environmental Politics
at Bates College, I have become an expert on the issue of stateless populations in
disappearing island nations, especially through my senior thesis. As the oceans rise from the
effects of global warming, Pacific Island nations are expected to disappear within the coming
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couple of decades. The question of what will become of their citizens is as urgent as it is
difficult. I would like to write an op-ed piece on this situation for your publication, in which
I will advocate for the need for an international status of people displaced by climate change,
the recognition of nationality, and how these are necessary and an obligation of the
international community under the United Nations’ Declaration of Human Rights.
Sincerely,
Katharine S. Knight

March 8, 2018 - Blog
For the first time an island state has the Presidency of the COP at the UNFCCC,
specifically COP 23. This is crucial since there is no plan to help people from disappearing
states and no established international protection. For instance, Tuvalu, the fourth smallest
nation in the world, with a population around 10,000 people, was forced to relocate half of its
population beyond its island borders because of Cyclone Pam in 2015. The international
community is concerned about labelling these displaced peoples “climate refugees” because
of the protection that refugees receive under international law. Rather, international
authorities want to refer to them as “persons displaced in the context of climate change,”91 to
avoid including all of the economic migrants around the world. However, those living in
disappearing states have no choice. They do not “choose” to leave their homelands, and
migrate to a better place. Without international recognition and protection, citizens from
disappearing states – through no fault of their own – have no country and no rights.
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Displacement of such peoples must be addressed. There has to be recognition and protection
for people who live in disappearing states.

March 15, 2018 - Editorials and Persuasion
Global warming is causing oceans to rise and with the rise in sea levels many lowlying areas and islands are threatened by inundation. It’s hard to predict the number of island
nations that will disappear but it is said nations will start disappearing within the coming
decades. Among these is Tuvalu, the fourth smallest nation on the world with a population
of around 10,000 people, lies in the Pacific Ocean about halfway between Hawaii and
Australia. As sea-levels continue to rise, storms increase with intensity, flooding occurs
more often, the island is rapidly eroding and is expected to sink below sea level within the
next generation. As a consequence, the population of Tuvalu is trying to find a place to go.
Tuvalu is not alone. Other Pacific Islands and coastal areas are experiencing the same
devastating weather. Some Tuvalu’s islands and some of the Pacific Island Nation islands in
the world are no more than 15 feet above sea level. Half of Tuvalu’s population had to
relocate off the islands because of Cyclone Pam in 2015.
Among the many problems is the issue of statelessness. What is to become of the
people? What rights will they have? Until now little has been done. The U.S. has done has
put together a framework to show what a successful resettlement plan would look like and
has been open to forming an UN agency to coordinate such migration, it has not yet
attempted intervene directly. This has led to large levels of mistrust among the parties
involved so much more has to be done. There is not even a plan in place to help populations
from disappearing states or give them international protection. The international community
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is concerned about the implications for labelling these displaced peoples as “Climate
Refugees”, who don’t have a choice about leaving their homeland, since this could strain the
refugee system. Without official status the displaced people are barely recognized.
Tuvalu has already threatened to sue the United States and Australia for “excessive
carbon dioxide emissions” in 2002. Although the nation could have used the money,
international protection and recognition would be more important. Now, maybe something
will be done because for the first time since the Conference of the Parties to the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change – known in its 23rd year as COP 23.
Currently, the term “climate refugee,” which refers to people who are displaced by
climate change, is not recognized as an international status. Under international law
“refugee” is “person(s) fleeing war or prosecution (due to race, religion, nationality,
membership of particular social groups or political opinion) and unable to receive help from
his own country.” Therefore, the UN refers to this population as “persons displaced in the
context of climate change.” One of the most common arguments made against the UN’s
recognition of “climate refugee” status is that it could diminish the protections of the people
who are currently refugees from violence or persecution and overwhelm the refugee system.
Other critics have said without such recognition people/refugees are falling through the
cracks.
In my view, the UN should recognize “Climate Refugee” status. Since a displaced
people of sinking islands no longer have a government they can rely on and they can’t “avail
himself of the protection” of that country nor “return to it” as required by the Refugee
Convention. While the displaced community’s people are not escaping prosecution or war,
they are still suffering and they still have rights under the United Nations’ Declaration of

42

Human Rights. The Declaration of Human Rights (1948) preceded the 1951 Refugee
Convention and is the foundation of the international order. Therefore, there cannot be a
denial of protections, safeguards, nationality, or personhood to people displaced by climate
change under the Declaration.
Although in-country migration is easier to handle, the international community
agency that is orchestrating a plan for migration across country borders could learn some
lessons from already attempted relocations within countries. For instance, the United States
is currently in the process of resettling a community that has been displaced by rising sea
levels – the Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw tribe, which since the 1800s has lived on an island
in the Mississippi River delta that is now eroding into the ocean. With federal funds a new
community will be constructed on an old sugar cane farm, where the tribe will move. As the
EPA has stated, “a successful resettlement will integrate historical traditions, novel
technologies, and state-of-the-art resilience measures to create proactive solutions for this
time of change and into the future.”
As COP 23 has ended, it is evident that a plan for displaced populations is an
immediate must. The nation’s identity and culture of sinking islands is crucial in the World’s
cultural diversity. Although Tuvalu is its own independent nation, some of the same
considerations that the Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw tribe received should go to the Tuvaluans
too. For instance, the UN should come up with a plan for relocating the Tuvaluans. It should
give “climate refugees” the same status as other refugees. And, finally, it should find a way
to recognize a country without land as a sovereign nation and allow its people the same rights
as the citizens of other nations have.
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Appendices and References
Appendix
January 17, 2018 - Letter of Introduction
This proposed project will examine the effect of forced relocation due to climate
change, with particular focus on the plight of “disappearing” island states.
It is estimated that approximately 150 million people might be displaced worldwide
by climate change by the year 2050. This displacement will occur in many regions of the
world. In some cases, displacement of citizens within various countries will occur, such as in
low lying areas of China and Florida in the United States.
Displacements of that type will create critical problems for the displaced persons and
the others within the country who are asked to somehow accommodate them. There has been
a lot of writing and speculation about this situation. These studies discuss the reshaping of
coastal geography, the reduction of habitable land mass, and resulting coastal out-migrations.
They also propose planning that should be done to prepare for their crisis.
Little has been written about the most unique issues that face people in
“disappearing” island states. There are disputes about timing, but virtually all experts agree
that there are island states in the Pacific (such as Fiji, Kiribati, and Tuvalu) that will be
inundated by the sea and disappear within three decades.
It might seem feasible and adequate to simply move people from flooded areas to the
interior of a country as a solution to consequences of climate change, assuming that there are
resources for relocation. However, the situation is not so simple for people whose entire
countries will disappear. If a country’s entire land mass disappears, what happens to its
people? Are they simply moved to other countries? If so, what is their status? Do they
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retain their sovereignty as citizens of their former country? (Is their former country
“relocated” to the new land mass, or does it continue to exist in theory but without land?) Do
they lose their independent sovereign status, and become citizens of the new country? What
is to be done about resistance by the countries to which they are forced to relocate? Who is
responsible for the citizens of “disappearing states”?
There is little discussion of these issues by scholars and political actors. Almost all
commentators assume that if people are relocated to a new land mass, the problem is solved.
However, there are voices within these island states and other indigenous communities that
are questioning this. I want to explore these issues, and to advocate solutions.
I will focus on some of the most famous examples of threatened, "disappearing
states": the Independent Nations of Fiji and Kiribati, and the country of Tuvalu, which is a
member of the British Commonwealth.
By taking this course, I hope to gain skills that will enable me to convey important
arguments to the public audience. During my career at Bates College, I have learned how to
write papers that are more directed toward professors or other academic audiences.
However, I see this course as taking a new step. In particular, I hope to write my thesis along
with creating a way (through a collection of narratives, news article, video, etc.) to convey
this very important topic and dense information to people in the community who might not
necessarily have the background or educational level as those at Bates. With my topic I want
to create awareness of the impacts of climate change that are not always thought about but do
need attention.
I hope to contribute to the class in several ways. First, I hope that I can contribute by
giving another perspective on important issues. This might be the insight of an opposing
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viewpoint, or the asking of questions that could lead to the strengthening of an argument that
the person hasn’t thought about. Additionally, I want to communicate that I am very excited
and motivated in the taking of this course and the opportunity to develop my writing skills.

February 13, 2018 - Isle de Jean Charles Draft
The Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw arrived to what would be known as Isle de Jean
Charles during the 1800s to escape the Indian Removal Act (O’Dowd, 2017). They have
lived on this island for generations (Davenport and Robertson, 2016; Jackson, 2017). Before
1952, the island was only accessible by boat (Jackson, 2017). Now, this access road to Isle
de Jean Charles floods periodically (Davenport and Robertson, 2016; Jackson, 2017). Which
creates problems such as the lack of access to work (Davenport and Robertson, 2016) and the
risk of getting cut off from medical help (O’Dowd, 2017). Furthermore, salt water has killed
the fruit trees and flooded the trapping and agricultural fields (O’Dowd, 2017) and has the
land transformed into the waterlogged sponge cake (Jackson, 2017). The Associate Press has
said “sea-level rise is expected eventually to drown the island.” Additionally, Davenport and
Robertson said Isle de Jean Charles is “drowning in salt and sinking into the sea.” A tens of
billions of dollars master plan developed by Louisiana officials was to construct giant levees
and floodwalls… but Isle de Jeans Charles was left outside of this wall. Instead relocation
was seen as an effective tool since experts saw the island as a “lost cause”. (Davenport and
Robertson, 2016).
Between 50 million and 200 million people could be displaced by 2050 (Davenport
and Robertson, 2016). To combat climate change effects The Department of Housing and
Urban Development, in January 2016, allocated $1 billion in grants to help climate change
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adaptation for communities (by constructing stronger levees, dams, and drainage systems)
(Davenport and Robertson, 2016). Out of this these grants, $48 million was given for the
community on Isle de Jean Charles (Davenport and Robertson, 2016; The Associate Press,
2017; O’Dowd, 2017; Jackson, 2017). The Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw community is the
first community to receive federal tax dollars to move due to climate change effects
(Davenport and Robertson, 2016; The Associated Press, 2017; Jackson, 2017). Jackson calls
it a “first-of-its-kind plan” and Davenport and Robertson describe it as “something new”.
“The Isle de Jean Charles resettlement plan is one of the first programs of its kind in the
world, a test of how to respond to climate change in the most dramatic circumstances without
tearing communities apart” (Davenport and Robertson, 2016). Although three previous
attempts to resettle the community failed due to logistical and political complications
(Davenport and Robertson, 2016). Chief Albert Naquin has already voiced the issue of
“we’re going to lose all out heritage, all our culture” (Davenport and Robertson, 2016).
According to the EPA, “the new site will be a self-sustaining, practical, affordable,
living demonstration of a community-led resettlement, with residential, agricultural,
agroforestry and aquaculture uses.” (EPA, News Release from Region 06). Chief Naquin
additionally wants live buffalo on the site (Davenport and Robertson, 2016). How realistic
this request is going to be fulfilled will be seen. Also “tribal leaders hope that family
members who have already fled the island will settle in the new community” (O’Dowd,
2017).
Louisiana officials have picked a potential resettlement site on a Sugar Cane farm in
the Terrebonne parish, located about 40 miles northwest. The Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw
new community would cover 515 acres (that is less flood-prone) and be closer to stores,
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schools, and healthcare. The Associated Press says construction could begin in late 2018 or
early 2019. (The Associate Press).
The goal of the Resettlement plan is to “maintain and strengthen the tribe’s safety,
collective identity, social stability, and contribution to the region. Traditional ways of life
will be rekindled and reinforced…” (EPA, News Release from Region 06). The EPA assures
that the Resettlement plan will “bring together the now-scattered tribal population while also
restoring the ecosystem…” (EPA, News Release from Region 06). Although Davenport and
Robertson note it is essential that the move is voluntary.
Chief Albert Naquin looked at the [sugar cane farm] site two years ago and it was his
favorite since “it’s in the best part of the parish; it’s the highest area,... I pushed for that one”
(The Associated Press, 2017). The EPA says a “successful resettlement will integrate
historical traditions, novel technologies, and state-of-the-art resilience measures…” (EPA,
News Release from Region 06).
The resettlement plan has been met with ambivalent reactions. Some like Keith
Brunet say “hell, yeah… I’ll go” because of how tired and frustrated they are living with the
encroaching ocean (Jackson, 2017). But it is evident that the residents have [a] roots
[attachment] to the island runs deep (Davenport and Robertson, 2016; Jackson, 2017). Rita
Flagout feel as if Isle de Jean Charles was totally different when she grew up (O’Dowd,
2017). Chris Brunet said he made a decision about tomorrow, today (Jackson, 2017). Rev.
Roch Naquin had the same inner conflict. He said “my first preference would have been to
stay. But… here’s an opportunity to move to safer and higher ground. [Residents should]
take advantage of it because something may happen later on and destroy the whole area.
Wisdom says to go with what is being done” (Jackson, 2017). It seems as if the majority
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who were resistant to resettlement was the older generation since they may have a stronger
attachment. A well-known sign on Isle de Jean Charles reads, “We are not moving off this
island. If some people want to move, they can go. But leave us alone.” ~ Edison Dardar Jr.
(Jackson, 2017). Hilton Chaisson says, “I was born here, and I am going to die here”
(Jackson, 2017). Alternatively, Denecia Billiot said, “I don’t know if I want to move,... I’ll
be gone before they finish [the new community]. I’m 92. That’s too old to change.”
(O’Dowd, 2017). Some of the older generation do move but are reluctant such as
Wenceslaus Billiot, who said “I don’t want to go, but I will. The older you are the more you
know what’s going to come” to Ted Jackson and then “I’m going to miss this place,... But no
more. Now everything is gone” to Peter O’Dowd later.

March 13, 2018 - International Perspective Draft
With rising sea-levels is not the only aspect these low-lying coastal or island
communities are facing. Nation islands, like Tuvalu, are also handling more intense storms
(Allen, 2004). For example in 2015, Cyclone Pam displaced 55 and 25 percent if the
Tuvaluan populations (FAQ Climate Change and Disaster Displacement). What is
frustrating is the UN recognizes that global warming causes environmental damage. They
even state in the definition of “Global Warming” as, “a rise in average temperatures…
changes in rainfall patterns leading to flooding; extreme and unpredictable weather patterns
leading to more numerous and intense natural disasters; and rising sea-levels and coastal
erosion, rending low-lying areas inhabitable” (UNHCR, 2009).
The media has labelled these displaced peoples “Climate Refugees”. Although the
term “refugee” is controversial due to the already preexisting definition (Yamada, 2017;
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Milman, 2015). The UN defines a “refugee” as [ define refugee ]. Since this definition only
covers some situations people are denied protection under international law (FitzGeraldBeckett, 4). Therefore, I believe there should be a officially recognized status of “Climate
Refugee”. Persons who are displaced today are handled like migrants (FAQ Climate Change
and Disaster Displacement). Although since migrants are not granted protections or
safeguards and this category of people are able to go back to their home country, their
situations are different.
These population currently are rendered and are referred to as “stateless”. Under
Article 1 of the 1954 Convention Relating to the Status of the Stateless Persons, a stateless
person is “a person who is not considered a national by any state under the operation of its
law” (UNHCR an Overview, 2009; Yamada, 2017; FitzGerald-Beckett, 5). There are issues
with this status (as with the category of migrant), such as if there are protections and
safeguards implicated. Yamada “The stateless often remain invisible: they need protection,
but they do not always wish to be identified in order to avoid deportation or detention”
(Yamada, 2017). As a consequence for being rend as invisible, displaced persons are not
able to speak about their struggles, perspectives, or idea that could lead to what would help.
Furthermore fears reflected in the displaced, are not distant. Other communities have been
less than friendly, while dealing with this immediate forced migration issue.
Unfortunately, the international community has been hostile towards these newly land
orphaned nations. Some of the remarks have to do with labelling “island leaders as
opportunists”. These critics think the sinking island nations are looking for “foreign
handouts and special recognition”, for examples “gain entry to Australia and New Zealand”.
(Allen, 2004). Lately, the United States has been hostile towards immigrants and so are other
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countries. The countries perceive “the stateless” as threats, troublemakers, terrorists or
related in transnational organized crime. (Yamada, 2017). While some countries might have
a more persuasive argument of why they are not able to take any migrants, how can this
expectation compassion when the viewpoint of today’s governments are filtered through
fear?
In the 2009 UN High Commissioner’s Report (UNHCR), located on a footnote, it
acknowledged that climate change is due to “direct or indirect to human activity that alters
the composition of the global atmosphere and which is in addition to other natural climate
variability that has been observed over comparable time periods” (UNHCR, 2009). Further
the 2009 report stated that climate change would likely to cause humanitarian problems and
challenges (UNHCR, 2009). Nothing has really changed today since climate change is also a
“threat multiplier” in many of today’s conflicts (FAQ Climate Change and Disaster
Displacement).
How different is a “refugee”, person fleeing from his own country in fear of
prosecution from his own government, and a person who is “persons displaced in the context
of climate change” (FAQ Climate Change and Disaster Displacement)? During November
2017, the UNFCCC for the first time was headed by a Pacific Island Leader (Prime Minister
of Fiji) (UNHCR COP23 Key Messages). One of the focus pointed of the forum was the
discussion of planned relocation as a strategy to move people out of harm’s way before they
are forcibly displaced (UNHCR COP23 Key Messages). Though it should be note that The
United Nations resolutions are non-binding (FitzGerald-Beckett, 7). Protections mandated
by the UNHCR are limited (Yamada, 2017).
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One of the ideas to improve efficiency was a committee, specifically to coordinate
population migration due to climate change. The United States, Britain, and France were
open to the idea, while Australia opposed it (Milman, 2015). By “preventing transnational
crime beyond regional security and /or domestic legal perspectives”, it would help benefit
“the stateless”. Finally, the Nansen Initiative, was specifically implemented to provide
“humanitarian assistance for disaster-induced cross-border displacement.” (Yamada, 2017).
There are many other question to consider, such as what happens to the state’s
sovereignty if there is no land mass for the nation? As of yet, the UN has not come up with a
solution. The commissioner at a loss says, “there is no precedent for loss of the entire
territory of the exile of the entire population; presumably statehood would similarly not cease
if such loss or exile were temporary. The implication, however, is that where such a situation
would be permanent, statehood could be questioned” (UNHCR an Overview, 2009).
“Should a state cease to exist, citizenship of that state would cease, as there would no longer
be a state of which person could belong” (UNHCR an Overview, 2009; Yamada, 2017).
“What constitutes a State… there must be territory inhabited by a permanent populations
under the control of an effective government” (UNHCR an Overview, 2009).
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